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Participatory Design:
A practice in which designers and researchers apply creative 
methods to engage with people and communities to build upon 
their primary knowledge and expertise and envisage alternative 
scenarios and outcomes.

**Participation Request (PR): 
Part three of the Act, through which community groups can 
request to have greater involvement in, and influence over, 
decisions and services that affect their lives.

**Public Service Authority (PSA):
A public body such as a local authority, a health board, or a 
national agency such as Police Scotland. Participation Requests 
are submitted by community participation bodies to public 
service authorities.

* adapted from the Scottish Government’s (2017a) Community 
Empowerment Act – Easy Read Guidance, available from 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/community-empowerment-
act-easy-read-guidance/ 

** adapted from the Scottish Community Development Centre’s 
Participation Request Summary Guidance, available from: 
https://www.scdc.org.uk/news/article/participation-request-
summary-guidance

Glossary

Co-design:
A series of activities or a phase within a broader Participatory 
Design project that brings together people, communities, and 
organisations with experience of a particular issue or topic 
and uses creative methods to generate and test new products, 
services, systems, experiences, approaches, and policies to 
support alternative ways of living and working.

*Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act (2015):
A law within Scotland that helps people and communities to 
access resources and develop capabilities to influence and 
inform local decisions. The Act had eleven parts that each focus 
on a different aspect of public engagement and participation. 

**Community Participation Body (CPB):
A community group who can make a Participation Request. The 
Act sets out the criteria for the community group so that it can 
qualify as a CPB. 

**Outcomes:
The effect or the difference that has been made because of 
a service, an activity, or a policy decision. In Participation 
Requests the outcome can be defined as the difference, the 
change, or the impact of the process. 

**Outcome Improvement Process (OIP):
A process in which a CPB and PSA turn ideas into action and 
achieve the aims of their Participation Request. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/community-empowerment-act-easy-read-guidance/ 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/community-empowerment-act-easy-read-guidance/ 
https://www.scdc.org.uk/news/article/participation-request-summary-guidance
https://www.scdc.org.uk/news/article/participation-request-summary-guidance
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Reflections and Recommendations

As a mode of practice and research that seeks to foster 
creativity, Participatory Design principles and practices 
shaped the approach taken in Social Studios’ workshops 
and the tenets underpinning the Toolbox as a co-designed 
artefact. Reflecting on the application and affordances of 
Participatory Design throughout the research process and 
within its outcomes, and their capacity to support engagement 
through materiality, mutual learning, and the mobilisation 
of community assets, Social Studios has led to a series of four 
broad recommendations to strengthen engagement, equality, 
collaboration, and outcomes in PRs: 

1. Reflection, Dialogue, and Engagement:  
Designing Opportunities for Distributed and Creative 
Participation and Collaboration 

The research recommends that Participatory 
Design principles and practices concerning the use 
of interactive artefacts be embedded into PRs and 
broader forms of public engagement, participation, 
and co-production. These can strengthen the scope 
and quality of participation by supporting reflection 
on issues and experiences, focusing dialogue on 
challenges and opportunities, and enabling diverse 
people and communities to generate ideas together. 

2. Access, Understanding, and Equality: Making PRs Visible

The research recommends that visual and 
participatory tools are used to enhance the 
communication and promotion of PRs both locally and 
nationally. These can contribute to enhancing access 
to PR information, improving the understanding of 
PR procedures and benefits, and addressing equality 
to enable a broader range of community groups to 
become involved in PRs.

Executive Summary

This report presents findings from the Social Studios research 
project led by the Innovation School from March 2020 – March 
2022 and funded by the Carnegie Trust for the Universities of 
Scotland. Social Studios aimed to understand how Participatory 
Design can support people, communities, and public service 
authorities in the preparation, submission, and implementation 
of Participation Requests (PRs). As Part 3 of the Community 
Empowerment (Scotland) Act (2015), PRs were introduced in 
2017 as a policy mechanism to enable people and communities 
to shape decisions and services that affect their lives. Several 
reviews have since been carried out to evaluate the success of 
the legislation and identify opportunities and actions to inform 
their future. In addition to responding to these assessments, 
Social Studios sought to further understand the barriers, 
challenges, and opportunities surrounding PRs; to co-design 
a suite of interactive tools to enhance meaningful local 
decision-making in Scotland; and to put forward a series of 
reflections and recommendations that support the integration 
of Participatory Design within PRs and broader forms of public 
participation.

Methods and Approach

The research involved a series of semi-structured of scoping 
interviews carried out with key stakeholders from community 
development, academia, and The Scottish Government working 
in the emerging field of PRs, followed by a series of seven 
Social Studios – interactive workshops applying a range of 
Participatory Design methods and making use of digital and 
analogue tools to elicit, capture, and reimagine PR experiences 
and interactions. With recruitment supported by the Scottish 
Community Development Centre, twelve representatives from 
community participation bodies who had previously submitted 
a PR took part in the workshops and together co-designed and 
evaluated a collection of fifteen tools. 
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3. Partnerships, Power, and Collaboration: 
Advancing Deliberative Decision-making

The research recommends that tools for stimulating 
deliberative decision-making are employed in the 
outcome improvement process and the reporting of 
PR outcomes. These can inform effective partnership 
working, recalibrate power relations, and support 
productive collaboration within and between 
community participation bodies and public service 
authorities. 

4. Transformation, Cultures, and Outcomes: 
Valuing Community Assets and Aspirations

The research recommends that tools to harness the 
assets, experiences, and aspirations of people and 
communities are used across PRs. These can support 
the transformation of services in local areas, reframe 
and sustain cultures of participation within PSAs, and 
inform outcomes of different scales and natures.

Next Steps

In the final phase of the research work has been undertaken 
with the Scottish Community Development Centre to identify 
synergies between their PR Resources and Social Studios, 
with crossovers highlighted within the PR Toolbox as a means 
of providing multiple points of access and approaches to PR 
engagement. In March 2022 the PR Toolbox (The Glasgow 
School of Art, 2022) will be launched through a National PR 
event, led by the Community Empowerment Team at The 
Scottish Government, and hosted by Tom Arthur MSP, Minister 
for Public Finance, Planning and Community Wealth. It is 
hoped that this will progress opportunities to pilot and evaluate 
the PR Toolbox with a broader range of people, communities, 
and organisations, and support further iteration and 
development to embed its use within PR practice at a national 
level. Building on the Innovation School’s place-based design-
led research and teaching portfolio, Social Studios is currently 
informing further inquiry into creativity in decision-making and 
participatory policymaking in Scotland.
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A range of communities, policy professionals, and academics 
have been involved in Social Studios to share their experiences 
and insights surrounding PRs and to contribute to framing, 
co-designing, and evaluating a Toolbox to support productive 
engagement in PRs. Through developing Social Studios as 
virtual workshops and collaborating with twelve representatives 
from community groups across Scotland, the research applied 
Participatory Design methods to generate a suite of tools for 
improving how PRs are promoted, accessed, interpreted, 
developed, submitted, and resolved.

This report sets out the context of the research surrounding 
PRs and their position within the Community Empowerment 
(Scotland) Act (2015) and broader issues concerning policy, 
community empowerment, and democratic innovation in 
Scotland. This leads into a discussion of the methodological 
approach underpinning the research. With participatory 
activities taking place during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
the research methods were reoriented to support virtual 
engagement and collaboration. As the outcome of the Social 
Studios workshops, the prototype PR Toolbox is presented 
alongside the reflections, perspectives, and evaluations of the 
research team, the co-design participants, and broader PR 
stakeholders. This is complemented by a series of reflections 
and recommendations concerning the future of PRs and the role 
of Participatory Design in contexts of local decision-making. 
These findings are currently being applied to shape further 
design research surrounding democratic innovation in Scotland, 
with the ambition to develop new approaches and frameworks 
for participatory policymaking in devolved contexts. 

Introduction: Social Studios

PRs are a mechanism within the Community Empowerment 
(Scotland) Act (2015) that enables community participation 
bodies (CPBs) to shape decisions and services that affect their 
lives by taking part in an outcome improvement process (OIP) 
with a relevant public service authority (PSA). Recent research 
and evaluation around the efficacy of PRs has underlined 
a need to increase access for CPBs, improve transparency 
and understanding in PR guidance, and build capacity and 
confidence in people and communities to play an active role 
in their local areas. At the same time, the need is identified for 
PSAs to develop targeted and tailored support for less organised 
groups, capture positive examples of the PR process, create 
community-led resources, and organise interactive workshops 
to provide practical advice and input. Responding to these 
assessments, this research project sought to further explore 
such challenges and identify opportunities to address these 
recommendations. 

Social Studios aimed to understand how Participatory Design 
can support people, communities, and PSAs in the preparation, 
submission, and implementation of PRs. The central premise 
of PRs resonates with Participatory Design’s aims to readdress 
power imbalances in society and enhance equitable dialogue to 
inform sustainable change. Design as a discipline has evolved 
from a problem-solving profession towards a sense-making 
capability and a practice that produces insight to shape new 
products, services, systems, experiences, approaches, and 
policies. Participatory Design foregrounds the use of bespoke 
and flexible methods including sketching, mapping, 3D 
modelling tasks, prototyping, and design games to engage with 
people and communities and build upon their reflections and 
ideas to envisage new ways of living and working. Consequently, 
the role of the design user can be seen to evolve from a 
consumer to a respondent, to a participant, to a co-designer, 
who actively contributes to the design process and generates 
new concepts, proposals, and outcomes.
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illuminated by recent research and evaluation surrounding 
the effectiveness of PRs (Paterson, 2018; Plotnikova and 
Bennett, 2018; Hill O’Connor and Steiner, 2018), underlining 
a need to increase access for a broader range of communities 
and less formally-organised groups, improve transparency 
and understanding in PR guidance to combat scepticism and 
ambiguity, and build people’s confidence and capabilities to 
play an active role in their communities. Evaluations of PRs also 
underline a tendency for standardised community engagement 
approaches to reproduce the participation of high-capacity 
communities over those who are marginalised (McMillan et al., 
2020). These issues continue to be acknowledged and tackled 
through a range of participatory and deliberative processes 
or democratic innovations that aim to engage individuals and 
groups in influencing decisions surrounding civic and political 
life such as citizens’ assemblies, mini-publics, participatory 
budgeting, online citizen forums, and e-democracy (Escobar 
and Elstub, 2017). Recognising an upsurge of collaborative 
processes and institutions developing democratic innovations 
within formal policymaking contexts, Bennett et al. (2021: 
2-3) posit PRs as a form of governance-driven democratisation 
(Warren, 2009: 3) and legal tool characterised by a prescriptive 
centralised process. This can be seen to limit public engagement 
in PRs to established, organised, and experienced community 
groups and perpetuate a model of participation capable of being 
skewed and misappropriated by public service officials at local 
levels. The proposition that such democratic innovations be 
‘co-produced between (various) institutions and communities 
to bring a participatory and deliberative corrective to temper 
dominant bureaucratic logics’ (Bennett et al., 2021: 3) 
corresponds to Social Studios aim to understand the role of 
Participatory Design in reimagining PRs.

Tracing the Act’s origins in the Scottish Community 
Empowerment Action Plan (2009) highlights a role for the 
‘process of community empowerment’ to evoke communities’ 
imaginative potential and enable them to ‘come up with 
creative and successful solutions to local challenges’ (Scottish 
Government, 2009: 6), yet the Act, and specifically PRs, do not 
posit creativity as a route towards or a quality of empowerment. 
This emphasis on activating the innate creative capabilities 
of people and communities, equipping them with mindsets 

Rather than operating as an alternative form of community 
engagement, the intention of PRs is to complement and enrich 
established approaches (The Scottish Government, 2017b: 8). 
Connecting with individuals and groups to ‘identify and act on 
community needs and ambitions… taking joint action to achieve 
positive change’ (Scottish Community Development Centre, 
2016: 6) is a key concern for public decision-making in Scotland 
that seeks to develop and deliver responsive, person-centred, 
and sustainable services. However, issues surrounding power-
sharing, partnerships, funding and bureaucracy, representation, 
and resources remain pertinent obstacles in achieving equality 
(Lightbody, 2017) and empowering communities. Multiple 
attempts have been made to define empowerment in relation 
to debates surrounding health, community development, 
regeneration, and social capital, and while empowerment may 
be characterised by communities who appear ‘[…] resilient, 
energetic and independent […] well networked […] confident 
enough to imagine a better future for itself, […] in a position 
to take control of that future’ (Elliot, 2014), the effectiveness 
of empowerment is dependent on the degree of power that 
communities have to make decisions about the issues that 
affect them and their capacity to activate this power to enable 
change (2019). The Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 
(2015) raises pivotal questions surrounding how empowerment 
is understood by government policymakers and the ways in 
which this informs the creation of policy; how communities 
become aware of the opportunities policy affords; and how 
policy intentions are translated into empowerment practice 
by frontline government to support equitable and meaningful 
community-centred action (Tabner, 2018; Elliot, 2014; Lawson 
and Kearns, 2010). 

Whilst these fundamental areas of inquiry are outwith the 
scope of Social Studios, they correlate to a range of challenges 

Research Context: 
Participation in, though, and 
for Policymaking and Design
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and tools to shape new outcomes, and enabling them to shape 
decisions from the ground up corresponds with the aims and 
intentions of the Participatory Design movement.

Participatory Design was born in 1960s Scandinavia from 
a desire to address power imbalances and regain human 
accountability in light of technological advancements and 
has since been adapted to explore wider social challenges 
(DiSalvo, Clement, and Pipek, 2012). Steen (2011: 50) positions 
Participatory Design as a practice in which designers and 
researchers apply creative methods to engage with users and 
stakeholders and build upon their primary knowledge and 
expertise (‘what is’) to envisage preferable scenarios (‘what 
could be’). Consequently, the role of the user evolves from a 
consumer, to a respondent, to a participant, and, in some cases, 
to a co-designer, who actively contributes to the design process 
and its outcomes (Sanders and Stappers, 2008: 12).

Participatory Design’s interweaving of multiple stakeholders 
with contrasting motivations, experiences, and agendas affirms 
the onus on design researchers to engage appropriately with 
communities, strengthen their ownership over ideas as research 
participants, and generate, or co-design, meaningful outcomes 
and outputs together. Viewing Participatory Design as a route 
to social innovation, outcomes emerge from ‘the creative re-
combination of existing assets (from social capital to historical 
heritage, from traditional craftsmanship to accessible advanced 
technology), the aim of which is to achieve socially recognised 
goals in a new way’ (Manzini, 2015: 57). At the same time, 
a growing body of research advances design for policy as a 
conduit through which complex services, systems, and data can 
be visualised and understood, form can be given to peoples’ 
lived experiences and aspirations, dialogue and insight can be 
captured and applied, and prospective policy measures can be 
prototyped and iterated (Whicher, 2021; Bason, 2016). In the 
context of PRs, Participatory Design offers a range of expressive, 
reflective, and generative methods to enrich public engagement 
in policymaking and democratic innovation in Scotland.
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be established to co-create the Covid-19 response, with different 
spaces tailored to the needs of different participants – e.g., 
different formats for discussion, timings, locations, and levels 
of formality’, Social Studios applied this framework to configure 
Participatory Design methods to support inclusive participation, 
foster constructive deliberation, and sustain distributed forms 
of engagement. Recognising distinctions between participation 
that is live, synchronous, and discursive; and that which is the 
cumulative, asynchronous, and reflective, the methodological 
approach developed bespoke Participatory Design methods 
to elicit dialogue with research participants dispersed over 
geographical and physical distance (Broadley, 2020; Broadley 
and Smith, 2018). Underpinned by the Social Studios 
Companion workbook and kit (Figures 1 and 2) and with 
support from the virtual whiteboard platform Miro, these digital 
and analogue methods sought to capture experiences, insights, 
and aspirations through mapping exercises, interactive probes, 
and generative making activities. As set out in the Social Studios 
Approach (Figure 3), the core of the research is structured 
around the following phases and activities, each punctuated by 
formative and iterative stages of thematic analysis:

Phase 01: Contextual Immersion – Virtual interviews to scope 
challenges and opportunities surrounding PRs and articulate 
criteria for effective PR tools (May – October 2020).

Phase 02: Social Studios – Development of distributed 
Participatory Design approach and tools; ethical approval 
and participant recruitment; virtual workshops exploring PR 
challenges and opportunities, generating ideas for PR tools, and 
co-designing, iterating, and evaluating PR tools (October 2020 
– June 2021)

Phase 03: Analysis, Evaluation, and Dissemination – Virtual 
evaluations of PR tools and exploring opportunities for 
piloting; research showcase to share PR tools, defining research 
recommendations and consolidating next steps, and articulating 
insights on the role and future of Participatory Design within 
the context of policy and democratic innovation (July 2021 – 
March 2022).

Social Studios was conducted within a Research Incentive Grant 
funded by the Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland. 
While the research was scheduled to take place for twelve 
months from March 2020, it was delayed due to the impact 
of Covid-19 and was granted an extension to run until March 
2022 through a distributed virtual approach. This involved a 
series of semi-structured scoping interviews carried out with 
key stakeholders from community development, academia, 
and The Scottish Government working in the emerging field of 
PRs, followed by a series of seven Social Studios – interactive 
workshops applying a range of Participatory Design methods 
and making use of digital and analogue tools to elicit, capture, 
and reimagine PR experiences and interactions. Supported 
by the Scottish Community Development Centre (SCDC) as 
an intermediary organisation, recruitment for the workshops 
sought to engage a range of CPBs with experience of submitting 
PRs and PSAs who are involved in supporting these at a local 
level. Twelve community representatives who had previously 
submitted a PR responded to the call for participation. 
Through the workshops participants co-designed a collection 
of fifteen tools that seek to enable a broad range of people and 
communities to engage with and understand the PR mechanism 
and support them to submit and receive approval for their 
request; address challenges surrounding power-sharing with 
PSAs and embark upon a collaborative and equitable OIP; and 
to enhance transparent reporting and documentation of PRs 
towards creating meaningful outcomes.

A qualitative and iterative Participatory Action Research 
methodology was developed to support dialogue, action, and 
reflection with partners and participants, drawing from their 
experiential learning and expertise to develop new knowledge 
(Howard and Somerville, 2014). With Marston et al. (2020: 
1677) affirming that ‘dedicated virtual and physical spaces must 

Research Methods and 
Approach: Distributed 
Participation and Co-design
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Figure 1: Social Studios Companion: Distributed Engagement Approach. 2021. 
Cara Broadley and Sean Fegan.

Figure 2: Social Studios Companion: Supporting Asynchronous Reflection. 2021. 
Cara Broadley and Sean Fegan.
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PHASE 02:
Social Studios

Figure 3: Social Studios Approach. 2020. Cara Broadley.
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‘We found this process, basically through a Google 
search, and then on to the Scottish Government website, 
then the local authority website to find the form that 
they wanted us to complete. I downloaded it, rattled it 
off in ten minutes, and submitted the form. I had worked 
in higher education so things like writing aims and 
ambitions and outcomes wasn’t really difficult for us to 
do that all the time. I was quite well up the learning curve 
on how to write these kinds of things.’ 

Co-designer 10

‘Different people are going to need different levels of 
support in order to engage in a participation process 
and so you want to be proportionate about how you do 
that but not exclude the people who might need it most, 
or who it might have the most impact for. So you might 
say that in [Local Authority area] we’ve got quite a lot of 
collective resources that we can throw into something 
like this and ultimately maybe running a community 
facility, then what that does is release your officers to 
then go in and do some of that work in a more in depth 
way with other communities. Thinking there about 
what kinds of resources required for different kinds of 
community – they’re not going to be all the same, and 
then just because you’re from an area that is considered 
affluent, that doesn’t mean that you don’t still need some 
support and there’s going to be a payoff. So letting that 
community become more empowered to do more stuff 
for itself is an investment for later on.’ 

Co-designer 11

With all twelve co-designers being members of community 
councils, community development trusts, and other high-
capacity organisations, notions of mobilising their experience 
and capacity to broaden access and inclusion were addressed 
directly: 

Social Studios Outcomes: 
Articulating PR Challenges 
and Opportunities towards 
a PR Toolbox

The outcomes from the above process were a series of insights 
surrounding three key PR themes; a set of evaluation criteria to 
support the co-design of new PR tools; and the Social Studios 
PR Toolbox.

Addressing Equality, Enhancing Collaboration, and 
Activating Outcomes in PRs

As set out in Figure 4, the interviews and Social Studios 
workshops explored several challenges and opportunities 
concerning PRs. Engagement through the interviews and 
workshops highlighted a range of issues concerning equality, 
with stakeholders noting that PRs are often deemed a ‘formal 
and closed process’ with fixed rules and regulations and 
questioning the application of an official legislative method to 
further empower ‘well-heeled’ community groups with existing 
‘networks, knowledge, and language at their disposal’ (Interview 
Participant 02). This correlates with the recognition that most 
PRs have been submitted by community councils, and the 
perspective that PRs are a legislative measure that are markedly 
more accessible to such constitutionally organised groups 
representing a tier of government (Interview Participant 03). 
Critiques of the barriers to access and inclusion within PRs are 
unpacked by Bennett et al. (2021), and their characterisation 
of the mechanism as a foundational model of associative 
democracy, in which ‘those invited to participate are community 
representatives or intermediaries from established community 
groups and associations’ (2021: 7) affirms PRs’ capacity to 
limit support to less formally-organised communities and 
people who do not self-identify with a defined group. As they 
continue, increasing the participation of the most active and 
vocal community members can perpetuate existing inequalities. 
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Figure 4: Thematic Map: Social Studios Insights from Engagement. 2021. 
Cara Broadley and Social Studios Co-designers.

representativeness of issues and experiences 
expressed in PRs: ‘do community councils 

speak for the community?’

questioning the value of an official legislative 
method to further empower ‘well-heeled’ 

community councils with ‘networks...
knowledge...language...’ at their disposal

‘...you could argue that for those who are 
more au fait with forms and putting in PRs 
– the effect isn’t necessarily just going to 

benefit them. It will benefit 
the whole community.’

viewed by many as a ‘formal and closed 
process’ and other engagement opportunities 

may be more appropriate for 
less-organised groups

PR success rates and socioeconomic status: 
‘The three that I know of that failed all came 

from areas of deprivation.’

‘Different people are going to need different 
levels of support in order to engage in a 

participation process and so you want to be 
proportionate about how you do that but not 
exclude the people who might need it most’

resilience as empowerment: ‘marginalised 
groups do need support but often they are 
actually the most able to respond to things, 
and policymakers need to understand that.’

the format and language of guidance can 
prevent marginalised groups’ awareness and 

engagement with PRs

a ‘two-track process’ is exclusionary by its 
nature and PRs need to be ‘accessible to 

anyone who wants to use them’

galvanising community councils as the ‘usual 
suspects’ towards encouraging uptake from 

broader community groups

supporting communities to ‘open up’ PRs and 
strengthening involvement of the third sector 
as a mediator of dialogue to engage ‘those 

furthest away from the conversation’

‘the letter of the Act v. the spirit of the Act’:
tension between the formal legislated 

process and the aim to establish ‘dialogue, 
participation, and empowerment’ 

the OIP is distinct from the PR itself: ‘but 
that’s not the bit that’s legislated for’

different levels of participation in OIP: from ‘ad 
hoc meetings...minutes...results’ 

to collaboration

lack of learning around ‘what happens once 
they say “yes”?’

imbalance of power inherent in legislation: 
PR proposed by CPB; 

OIP determined by PSA 

negotiating power dynamics to enable 
constructive participation

‘It was tokenism from start to finish’

defining empowerment: 
is ‘being in the room when a decision is 

made’ enough?

enhancing training for PSAs to see the value 
of PRs

enabling PSAs and CPBs to prototype the OIP

collaboration agreements to enable PSAs 
and CPBs to align their expectations and 
objectives, and frame the OIP together

establishing ‘collaborative environments’ to 
strengthen awareness of PRs as opportunities 

for service improvement and encourage 
peer support

do PRs present a one-off opportunity 
for change, or a mechanism to instigate 

an ongoing relationship?

different interpretations of outcomes can 
make PRs ‘easy to refuse’ and lead to a 

misalignment of CPB and PSA aims

dominance of PRs that seek to materially ‘fix’ 
local problems 

participatory budgeting and asset-transfer 
requests: what can PRs learn from other 

forms of democratic innovation to support 
more explicit understandings of outcomes? 

incremental or material outcomes as 
‘one step in a process of 
becoming empowered’

outcomes may be more convincing 
as a PR lever where the focus appears to be 

on a tangible decision: 
‘Both parties agreed ‘right, it’s potholes. We 
just need to sit down and agree which roads 

are worst and let’s get on with it’

core PR principle to ensure that outcomes are 
driven by the resilience, creativity, and actions 

of communities

embedding an outcomes-focused approach: 
enabling communities to highlight a specific 
outcome by foregrounding their own lived 

experiences as supporting evidence for both 
continuity and change

longer-term aspirations to transcend 
incremental change towards culture change

‘The Act gives us the right to make a PR 
request, but it doesn’t give us a right for it to 

be successful’

Lack of focus on mutual accountability to 
deliver and report on outcomes:

‘Our outcome report is so vague – there’s 
nothing measurable in it, and there’s nothing 

to hold PSAs accountable to’
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‘The three that I know of that failed all came from areas 
of deprivation. The one that succeeded came from a 
middle-class area – we are highly educated, we had the 
university involved, we had the local MSP on board, we 
had cross party counsellors, we had all the community 
councils who were organised in the area, we had fantastic 
press. We were hugely organised and that isn’t something 
that communities in deprived areas can necessarily do.’ 

Co-designer 05

‘Unless PSAs themselves better understand the 
process, then our efforts, and our knowledge, and our 
engagement, and our networking among ourselves isn’t 
going to get us very far.’ 

Co-designer 12

‘We put in a PR and to be honest the public service 
authority were really shocked. They didn’t know what 
to do with it and were completely at a loss as to why we 
would want to be on the board when they’re making 
these critical decisions.’ 

Co-designer 10

The relationship between the Act and PRs was a core feature 
of all interviews, with stakeholders questioning PRs’ efficacy 
as singular opportunities for action, and their sustainability 
to strengthen ongoing collaborations. Tensions were 
foregrounded regarding ‘the letter of the Act’ manifest in the 
formal legislation underpinning PRs, and the ways in which 
this can obstruct ‘the spirit of the Act’ to promote participation, 
the devolution of power to communities, and the realisation 
of relational forms of governance (Interview Participant 02). 
Variations amongst the cultures, practices, circumstances, 
capacities, and priorities of PSAs can be seen to reinforce 
barriers to inclusion, with bureaucratic language, prescriptive 
processes and paperwork, and rigid timescales, constraining 
PRs’ potential to promote power sharing and support equitable 
decision-making. While the core principle of PRs is to locate 

‘There’s an awful lot of expertise needed, and somehow, 
these community bodies have to have some way of 
getting support and help and resource in order to put in a 
proper PR.’ 

Co-designer 02

Foregrounding community councils as anchor organisations 
that function as a bridge between residents, CPBs, local 
government, and other PSAs has the potential to shift 
public perceptions of their role; increase more diverse and 
inclusive participation and ‘cooperative local networks […] 
for empowerment activity’ (Tabner, 2018: 4); and establish 
and sustain partnerships that are more representative of 
local capabilities and needs, thus strengthening community 
empowerment and democratic renewal in Scotland (Paterson 
et al., 2019; Henderson et al., 2020). In line with Revell and 
Dinnie’s proposition that ‘if the culture of community councils 
could be changed to improve the quality of dialogue people 
would see them as spaces where communities can come 
together to make changes’ (2020: 229), the co-designers 
critically reflected upon their own privilege and power whilst 
considering ways that community councils and other high-
capacity groups might have a role in promoting the PR 
opportunity to their local communities, and ‘providing a public 
service’ (Workshop Participant 04) more effectively. Affirming 
Bennett et al.’s application of external and internal inclusion 
(Young, 2000) as factors that constrain democratic decision-
making in PRs, this notion of a closed process was invoked as a 
topic of critical reflection amongst the co-designers:

‘If you want to take something forward, you need to 
find out what everyone’s interested in and passionate 
about, and if you can use that as a driver, you’ve got a 
better case to put forward. One of our service users in his 
seventies with health issues set himself up in the local 
newsagent with petitions and got about 500 signatures, 
and we used that as evidence for a PR to show the 
demand.’ 

Co-designer 07
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‘I think the rules are clear and I think the legislation 
is clear, but nobody is actually checking and ensuring 
that they’re actually delivering what they’re expected 
to deliver, so there’s no effective accountability there. 
Community organisations have the innate ability to do 
meaningful work on the ground – what do PSAs need to 
learn?’ 

Co-designer 09

‘We went on to submit a number of applications along 
with the council involving road projects, and we would 
never have got to that point without getting to know the 
people who worked in these departments and getting to 
know what their interests were. So although undertaking 
the narrow PR on its own was really quite a difficult 
experience, there were wider positive consequences 
for us.’ 

Co-designer 10

Some co-designers highlighted negative perceptions of PRs 
as a ‘last-ditch attempt to take action’ (Co-designer 04) when 
all other routes had been exhausted, rather than capitalising 
on opportunities for meaningful cooperation and mutual 
learning. PRs in their current form were viewed primarily as 
a pragmatic and instrumental mechanism. At the same time, 
one co-designer shared experiences of building a productive 
relationship and embarking upon further regeneration 
initiatives with a PSA, alluding to the concept of deliberation, as 
well as its actions and consequences in practice:

Whilst adhering to the underlying tenets of direct participation 
and the view that people ‘can only be said to be co-authors of 
decisions if we have equal power to determine them’ (Dean, 
2017: 14), PRs aspire to provide spaces for deliberation where 
there is an emphasis on mutual learning, capacity building, and 
‘the reflective transformation of preferences, consensus and the 
common good’ (Dean, 2017: 14; Dryzek, 2002). 

‘It was tokenism from start to finish. We knew how to 
redesign a service. I produced a programme for them on 
how we could gather information on the issues and the 
problems, then to generate solutions and how to run a 
workshop, and they just rejected it. PSAs need training to 
see the value of PRs, that they’re not just challenging and 
a waste of time.’ 

Co-designer 03

the agency of community groups to engage on their own terms, 
the legislation is constructed upon a unidirectional system of 
engagement, in which PSAs decide whether a PR is accepted or 
not, define the duration and scope of the OIP, and produce a 
formal PR report (Bennett et al., 2021: 12). As Dean (2017: 13) 
points out, public participation in policy can be seen to position 
people and communities as repositories of information and 
sources of evidence, readily available to extract and present to 
expert decision-makers for their discretionary interpretation. 
Such scepticism of PRs’ intentions arose in the workshops, 
evoking critiques of state-led empowerment initiatives and 
policies that push responsibility onto people and communities 
without sufficient support or resources (Skerrat and Steiner, 
2013; Tabner, 2018), and broader concerns of ‘conservative 
communitarianism’ driving narratives of community reliance 
(Dean, 2017: 4). Whilst the co-designers recognised the need 
for community groups to have the opportunity to align their 
experiences, assets, and aims to proposed outcomes within their 
PR and to have a role in shaping and driving the OIP, they also 
foregrounded the overarching role and accountability of PSAs 
and the need for enhanced forms of training to equip them to 
understand the value of participation and the practical skills 
required to work with communities equitably:
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‘We’re a small charity based in a residential area and we 
got involved with PR because we were fighting the local 
authority to stay in our existing location, instead of being 
moved into a new community centre, which was just not 
in any way good to fit the needs of our service users. And 
we had a successful outcome from that.’ 

Co-designer 07

‘We were trying to work with our local authority to find 
a solution in relation to a new community centre and 
the consultation around that, but there was no mention 
within any of the promotional materials that the existing 
community centre would close. The question in the 
consultation wasn’t the question that we wanted to 
discuss. The participation request was refused and we’re 
still waiting to see what happens next.’ 

Co-designer 09

With PRs focused on community spaces and hubs, workshop 
participants 07 and 09 shared experiences of framing their PRs 
to prevent PSAs’ proposed changes to local services. Evoking 
tensions between development and resilience, and communities’ 
capacities to be responsive, adaptive, and creative in the face of 
change (Cavaye and Ross, 2019), these discussions reinforced 
a core purpose of PRs to prevent radical transformation taking 
place without the involvement of the community:

These points were also raised in the interviews, with a focus 
on the potential for CPBs and PSAs to collaboratively define 
meaningful and achievable outcomes together:

‘I got a clear sense that those elected members were very 
interested in participatory budgeting because they can 
then push their issues on to the people who it’s actually 
going to affect to make a decision.’ 

Co-designer 02

‘I’m quite critical of the Act because I think that there’s a 
big conceptual difference between using this democratic 
device for asset transfer – which is concrete and specific 
and local – and using it for a PRs to improve public 
services which is much broader and much vaguer.’ 

Co-designer 01

Concerns were raised that despite PRs’ intentions to support 
people and communities to collaborate with PSAs, varying 
interpretations of outcomes have resulted in misaligned 
ambitions and aims on both sides. While PR guidance posits 
outcomes as ‘the difference that has been made as a result of a 
service, an activity, or a policy decision’ (SCDC, 2022: 6), some 
PRs have been deemed ‘easy to refuse’ (Interview Participant 
01) as rather than emphasising affect and impact, their 
outcomes have been bound to material contextual changes. In 
acknowledging the focus of Participatory Budgeting to promote 
community control over local funding and ‘having the potential 
to represent a real opportunity for concretely implementing 
new ideas that come from the bottom’ (Barbera et al., 2016: 
1095), and Asset Transfer Requests as a means for place-based 
communities to take ownership of disused buildings (Dinnie 
and Fischer, 2020), Co-designers 01 and 02 foregrounded such 
parallel democratic innovations as leading to more explicit 
forms of engagement and empowerment from the offset as their 
outcomes are inherent in their purpose:



29 30

the two instrumental rationales for public participation in 
policymaking: the need to deliver outcomes that respond to 
peoples’ needs, preferences, and values, and the need to draw 
from a more diverse pool of expertise and assets to design 
those outcomes (Dean, 2017: 12). Reflecting on PRs’ promise of 
equitable decision-making, interview and co-designers outlined 
a future in which a hybrid form of democracy that encompasses 
community representatives and intermediaries with local 
individuals, and one in which such newly formed publics are 
enabled to co-design outcomes with PSAs (Bennett et al., 2021: 
18).

What Should an Effective PR Tool Do?

A key aspect of the interviews and Social Studios workshops 
was to envisage the future of PRs and to enable participants to 
articulate the qualities, forms, and purposes of effective tools. 
In the interviews PR stakeholders were asked to individually 
respond to a direct question concerning the nature of the 
proposed research outcomes, whilst the co-designers were asked 
various questions across the course of the Social Studios that 
encouraged them to reflect upon measures of success. Taken 
together, these responses are synthesised in Figure 5 as a set of 
criteria to shape the co-design, iteration, and evaluation of the 
PR Toolbox. The rationale for such criteria is intertwined with 
debates surrounding Participatory Design’s trifold emphasis 
on enabling and evaluating the democratic participation and 
empowerment of people and communities in design processes, 
generating knowledge and insight concerning complex societal 
challenges, and creating sustainable outcomes that resonate 
with their experiences, needs, and aspirations (Drain et al., 
2018; Kimbell and Julier, 2019).

As illustrated in the criteria, the Social Studios participants 
emphasised the overarching need for the PR Toolbox to balance 
the requirements and preferences of a broad spectrum of 
prospective PR users, and to provide multiple flexible routes to 
engagement by building in accessible and inclusive principles 
in their design, dissemination, and application. Opportunities 
to enhance the creative capacity of both CPBs and PSAs were 
foregrounded as underpinning the physical and material forms 

‘Behind that particular PR was a real aspiration to 
maintain the continuity of something that really works 
for the community and impacts on how PRs have been 
dealt with when they are received by public bodies. If the 
PR’s focus is on a material thing or a decision that they 
want changed, it’s not quite an outcome in the sense that 
the legislation is trying to aim for. It trips everyone up, 
the public body will say “we’ve already consulted on that 
decision so we can’t go back and review it”, or they’ll say, 
“no, that material thing is impractical for these reasons”. 
If the public service authority were able to receive a 
PR like that and say “right, we can’t really proceed on 
this basis but we can see what it is that you are trying 
to achieve and we want to work with you around that 
instead, if you are up for it”, now that would be a much 
better way of proceeding, and I think that’s what the 
legislation is really trying to set up.’ 

Co-designer 01

Whilst this emphasis on enhanced forms of community 
engagement to shape actions and priorities was viewed as a 
positive step by the co-designers, it was recognised that such 
PRs can be seen by PSAs to be troublesome and disruptive, and 
as such, progress can be stalled amidst the bureaucracy of the 
process. In Bennett et al.’s analysis of PRs accepted from 2017 – 
2019, it was found that the modes of engagement between CPBs 
and PSAs were concerned with practical/logistical issues often 
represented by material propositions and actions concerned 
with repair and maintenance, information provision and 
enhanced transparency surrounding decision-making processes, 
consultation and community involvement in those processes, 
and the creation of new collaborative spaces (2021: 12), akin to 
notions of co-production and co-design. Whilst mapping onto 
to a wealth of continuums for classifying public participation, 
these forms of engagement also implicate the varying ambitions 
of community groups, and the extent to which enhanced 
citizen control over decisions and the indicators of resulting 
community empowerment can constitute the ends of PRs 
themselves, and how this relates to their outcomes (Dean, 
2017: 6). As such, we can consider how rather than focusing 
solely on communities’ rights to participate, PRs account for 
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Figure 5: PR Tool Evaluation Framework: Criteria for Co-designing Effective PR Tools. 2021. Cara 
Broadley and Social Studios Co-designers.

be straightforward, not onerous, and open

setting out contextually and culturally bespoke approaches: 
a spectrum of tools from formal to informal

 
aligning to legal requirements ‘but somehow get away from 

off-putting types of language’

accessible without being patronising

be ink friendly

addressing issues of digital poverty and literacy

offering flexible opportunities 
for interaction and collaboration

available in digital and analogue versions

interactive templates

games for building and simulating
 the PR journey collectively

making abstract elements tangible through hands-on 
approaches: ‘everything being online is great but sometimes 

we want to revert back to touch and feel and being
creative with our hands.’

building upon SCDC’s provision of 
accessible and informative PR guidance 

addressing challenges identified in previous reviews and 
evaluations of PRs

providing resources ‘at a very basic level 
that show the benefits of participation’

‘principles and practices to bring people together 
to discuss and work through the process, 
and to learn from and support each other’

encouraging uptake across the PR landscape: 
‘the key is how you get these tools out there, 

how you get them known, and how you get buy-in,  
especially from PSAs’

embedding a fresh and sustainable approach 
that advances PRs and stimulates 

 broader culture change across the sector
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of the tools to instil both community voices within individual 
PRs, and to support more effective collaboration with PSAs. 
In addition to aligning to and strengthening PR evaluations, 
recommendations, and resources, the purposes of the PR 
Toolbox were framed as a set of sustainable principles and 
practices to reinforce mutual learning around the benefits of 
participation, support people to come together to engage in 
equitable decision-making and, stimulate broader dialogue and 
debate surrounding democratic innovation amongst the public 
sector and in policymaking contexts in Scotland.

A Co-designed PR Toolbox

The themes of equality, collaboration, and outcomes can be 
seen as a spectrum that spans the PR process, from awareness 
and access; to understanding the legislation; to developing and 
submitting the request; to the OIP; to reflection, and evaluation, 
and resolution. Evoking the challenges and opportunities that 
are experienced therein, the interviews and workshops directly 
informed the co-design of the Social Studios tools to support 
others to engage productively and meaningfully in PRs. 

Focusing on the generative aspects of co-design in Phase 02, the 
co-designers used frameworks from within the Companion to 
define opportunities – instances, stages, events, or milestones in 
which PRs could be subverted or reframed. This led each group 
to conceptualise defined PR tool ideas as a set of design briefs 
(Figure 6), which were then developed asynchronously with the 
support of the research team. 



35 36

Figure 6: PR Opportunities, Ideas, and Design Briefs. 2021. 
Cara Broadley and Social Studios Co-designers.
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Figure 7. Envisaging a National PR Campaign. 2021. 
Cara Broadley and Social Studios Co-designers.

The first complete iteration of the PR Toolbox contained a 
series of fifteen tools, as well as a holistic proposal to develop 
a national campaign to both raise awareness PRs as an 
opportunity for people and communities to become involved 
in decision-making, and to signpost them to the PR Toolbox 
and its potential. Crucially, the PR National Campaign would 
showcase and signpost the tools that have been co-designed by 
the Social Studios participants. Following the recommendations 
put forward by Glasgow Caledonian University (McMillan et 
al., 2020) and The Scottish Parliament (2021) in their reviews 
of PRs, the tools collectively provide a series of actions and 
approaches to address equality, enhance collaboration, and 
activate outcomes. To progress towards the PR National 
Campaign, Figure 7 sets out five key touchpoints.

As disseminated through the Social Studios website (Social 
Studios, 2022), the tools themselves take the form of online 
resources to make PRs more accessible at a national level, 
paper-based templates that collectively aim to support people 
and communities to drive their PRs and OIPs, and a 3D board 
game to help community groups envisage how their PR could 
play out in practice. 

In recognising the varying levels of capacity, time, and external 
support provided to community groups and striving to create a 
diverse collection of tools that can be applied flexibly by a broad 
range of people and organisations, each tool is accompanied 
by an introduction that outlines its intention, who could use 
it, what it would help them to achieve, and a recommended 
timeframe. Tool introductions also include suggestions and 
prompts for their use and links to other complementary tools. 

As shown in Figure 8, the Social Studios workshops resulted 
in sets of tools with distinct purposes, responding to specific 
opportunities and objectives for people and communities when 
engaging in PRs.

1. Scottish Government 
Support 

2. Digital and Print 

3. Local Radio 4. Television Campaign 

5. Schools Engagement 

http://www.socialstudios.org.uk
http://www.socialstudios.org.uk
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In Phase 03’s Final Review session the co-designers explored 
PR Toolbox prototypes (Figure 9) and shared feedback, 
adjustments, and perspectives to shape a reworking of the tools. 
Responding to the criteria identified for evaluation (Figure 
5), this included reflections on its holistic and comprehensive 
nature and potential appeal to a broad range of PR users, as 
well as amends to the text, purify the language and improve 
its reception. Such criteria highlight issues raised in previous 
evaluations of PRs concerning the barriers presented by jargon, 
guidance, interpretation, and the accessibility of both online 
and printed materials (Paterson, 2018: 5; McMillan et al., 
2020: 32). Critiques of the PR Toolbox’s graphic tone, use of 
metaphor, and interactive nature emerged as an significant and 
often contentious area of discussion, with some co-designers 
striving to diverge from established public sector language and 
design styles to open PRs up to broader audiences, and others 
advocating a professional and managerial look and feel. This 
was echoed in the inclusion of the PR Journey tool and its 
conceptual framing as a board game. Some co-designers felt 
strongly about the potential for a game to reorient PR users to 
a discursive, reflective, and creative space whilst others were 
initially opposed to the gamification of serious decision-making 
and could not envisage PSAs engaging with it. In the Final 
Review session however, PR Journey was identified as a tool to 
support communities to simulate, anticipate, and prototype the 
PR process together, and equip themselves with strategies to 
navigate challenges. Such discussions invoke Brandt’s seminal 
propositions of exploratory design games as frameworks 
for organising participation, in which the familiarity and 
materiality of the artefacts ‘contributes to levelling of 
stakeholders with different views leading to a more constructive 
dialogue’ (2006: 64):

Figure 8: Social Studios Toolbox: Tool Purposes. 2022. 
Cara Broadley, Harriet Simms, and Social Studios Co-designers.

‘I couldn’t see us using a game with public bodies, but 
if it’s for community groups to identify the issues and 
the hurdles they encounter before they actually go into 
discussions with the public bodies, and I think it’s an 
excellent way of doing it.’ 

Co-designer 04
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Feedback

Building 
Collaboration

Promotion and 
Marketing

Learning and 
Sharing

Gaining an understanding of 
the scope, scale, and 

focus of PRs

Working together to achieve 
meaningful outcomes

Raising awareness of PRs and 
involving local people 

and groups

Reviewing the outcome 
improvement process and 
assessing the difference it 

has made
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Figure 9: Social Studios Toolbox: Tool Prototypes. 2021. 
Cara Broadley, Sean Fegan, and Social Studios Co-designers.

An area of dissensus in the final review concerned co-designers 
who were intent on extending the use of PRs, broadening 
their appeal and uptake, and improving access and inclusion 
through the Learning and Sharing tools; and those who were 
sceptical of promoting opportunities for decision-making that 
are inherently ineffective and with the view that PR reform must 
work from the inside out to address the failings surrounding 
power imbalances and limited accountability through the 
Building Collaboration and Reflection and Feedback tools:

‘We might be making a Frankenstein’s monster of 
something that is imperfect. There isn’t enough 
awareness of the Act in itself – it needs to be more 
broadly defined and accessible to groups beyond just 
community councils.’

Co-designer 02

‘I just wondered if we’ve erred too much on the side of 
the initial steps in the process, and not enough in terms 
of the big job of getting the public sector organisation to 
actually work with community groups like us, actually 
make them do it, and our emphasis should be more to try 
to make them engage, as opposed to keep us engaged, or 
make it easier for us.’ 

Co-designer 10

Such concerns underpinned debate around whether the core of 
the PR problem lies in an overarching lack of public awareness 
of PRs, understanding their purpose and procedures, mobilising 
residents to articulate their issues and desirable outcomes, 
and engaging with the guidance and submitting a PR that 
will be approved; or if PRs’ fundamental shortcoming resides 
within the OIP and is characterised by power imbalances 
between communities and PSAs, leading to disconnected 
aims, outcomes, and measures of success. Whilst aligning 
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to Bennett et al.’s assertion that ‘“getting a seat at the table” 
might be limited to those capable, with skills and know-how 
to take advantage of what is frequently perceived as complex 
legislation’ (2021: 18), co-designers’ collective perspective 
framing the PR Toolbox rationale was that ameliorating issues 
of external and internal inclusion is a symbiotic endeavour, 
and that with its resources and approaches that strive to 
promote deliberation and power-sharing through their material 
presence, the tools seek to address both the front and back end 
of PRs in tandem.

Cognisant of shared aims and ambitions of Social Studios and 
several recent reviews of PRs (The Scottish Parliament, 2021; 
McMillan et al, 2020; Plotnikova and Bennett, 2018; Paterson, 
2018), the prototype PR Toolbox was then shared with SCDC 
and parallels between their work to support the understanding, 
promotion, uptake, and efficacy of PRs were discussed in 
a series of roundtables. SCDC have produced a suite of PR 
resources as a development of their existing guidance (SCDC, 
2022), and as such, opportunities were sought to align our 
work and cross-reference mechanisms for PR support. Key 
roundtable reflections underlined shared ambitions to advance 
PRs in line with their original intentions and objectives to 
empower communities to drive local decision making, with 
distinct nuances in tools that are fundamentally pragmatic and 
instrumental, and tools that enable forms of capacity-building 
and learning, but which may require an element of training 
and facilitation. Ways to collaborate and co-develop these 
resources whilst piloting and iterating with a broader range 
of communities will be developed further. The Social Studios 
research will be showcased and the PR Toolbox will be launched 
at a forthcoming dissemination event hosted by the Community 
Empowerment Team at the Scottish Government in March 
2022. 
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Co-designers’ PR 
Perspectives
As co-designers of the PR Toolbox and contributors to the Social 
Studios’ research, the Social Studios workshop participants were 
invited to share their perspectives of PRs, their experiences of 
developing the research outcomes, and their potential impact 
on the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act (2015) and 
broader forms of community decision-making. The following 
pieces will also be included in disseminating Social Studios at 
the PR National Event in March 2022. 

Dr. Angela Anderson - Depute Chair, Elie and Earlsferry 
Community Council
Penelope Fraser - Depute Chair, Royal Burgh of St Andrews 
Community Council
Peter Lomas - Balmullo Community Council

On 6 November 2018 a PR was submitted by St Andrews Royal 
Burgh Council to the Fife Health and Social Care Partnership. 
Its purpose was to challenge the decision already taken by 
the Partnership to temporarily, then permanently close the 
Out-of-Hours GP-led service and Minor Injuries Unit at St 
Andrews Community Hospital; to seek support for alternative 
approaches that would improve outcomes; to start a dialogue 
with the Partnership about the future design of the services; 
to contribute to decision-making by ensuring the voices of the 
professionals who deliver the service and the service-users 
would be heard in policy and service development; and to 
participate in the design, delivery, monitoring and review of 
service provision.   

The effect of our PR was to enable the Out-of-Hours service 
to be re-instated at the Community Hospital, albeit with some 
reduction in the operating hours. Looking back on the process, 
we realise that we had all been in uncharted waters. We had 

Use the toolbox to help you make a difference

come upon the process by chance when some members of our 
informal campaigning group, based in St Andrews, attended 
a meeting set up by Fife Council to advise on work they were 
undertaking related to PRs. The members of our group who 
chose to take the PR process forward would definitely have 
benefited from a Toolbox like that created by the Social Studios 
group from the Innovation School at Glasgow School of Art, 
working in partnership with community groups from around 
Scotland.

Would we have done things differently if the Toolbox had 
been available? The answer to that has to be a definite ‘yes’. 
Through the Learning and Sharing tools and the PR Portal, we 
would have searched for other groups within Scotland who had 
previous experience of PRs and sought their advice (Figure 10). 
The PR Portal would have helped us gain an understanding of 
the scope, scale and focus of PRs. Information would have been 
available not only on previously submitted PRs, but also on the 
PSA’s decision notices and final reports.

Figure 10. PR Portal – online platform providing information on all PRs submitted across Scotland. 
2021. Social Studios Co-designers.
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The PR Toolbox also contains tools for Building Collaboration, 
which will enable CPBs in partnership with PSAs to initiate, 
plan, implement and evaluate projects. The tools will support 
innovation, the sharing of ideas, the identification of speed 
bumps and accelerators. They will also enable the identification 
of challenges and support the brainstorming of possible 
solutions. Central to all of this is the empowerment of the active 
community groups in their decision-making vis-à-vis the PSAs 
being approached.

In a democracy, legal institutional channels will always be 
present to allow organised community groups to petition PSAs 
for help or strategic change. The authorities themselves may 
adopt a default position of reserve towards PRs or have no 
designated members of staff with expertise or responsibility for 
handling these approaches (we suspect that the latter is the case 
in most regions of Scotland). What CPBs need from the outset, 
therefore, is a focus on specific, well-defined purposes. Here we 
found the Social Studios PR Toolbox to be especially useful with 
its range of imaginative and concrete modelling tools.

Informal community groups may also lack specialised expertise 
in the matter they are seeking to resolve, or the personnel 
and stamina to pursue their objective through the – perhaps 
lengthy and complex - series of procedures likely to be adopted 
by the receiving authority. Again, the flexibility and variety of 
the Social Studios tools will lend encouragement and resilience 
to petitioners’ efforts, and indeed help to make their whole 
involvement in the PR process enjoyable.

In the case of the previous PR launched by the St Andrews 
group, the Co-operate to Innovate Tool would have made it 
possible to obtain a full and proper discussion around the 
alternative redesign methodology for the Out-of-Hours service 
which we proposed. It would have enabled us to influence the 
choice of attendees at the redesign workshop and the topics 
for discussion – in particular to involve front-line NHS staff 
with the expertise and insight to make a positive difference and 
patient representatives with lived experience of the service.

We would, in addition, have used the Mission Control tool to 
formally flag up and share our aims with Fife Health Board; 

and we’d have considered using the PR Journey board game 
to explore with them possible routes to service improvements, 
in advance of any service redesign workshop (Figure 11). This 
more collaborative and interactive approach would have had 
considerable advantages over the written dialogue which took 
place. It would, finally, have enabled our community group to 
maintain influence over the developing PR process, monitor and 
review the outcome and get agreement on follow-up meetings 
with the Board - which in the event failed to materialise. With 
the range of tools available, community groups will be able 
to match the tools to their own particular circumstances and 
needs. In addition, the Toolbox contents will be refined over 
time to reflect feedback from community groups who have used 
them.

Figure 11. PR Journey – interactive board game to support community groups to understand how 
their PR could play out. 2021. Social Studios Co-designers.
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Phil Mills Bishop - Chairperson Stonehaven & NE Scotland 
Twinning Group

It is said that the path of Good Intentions can lead to hell and 
opposite outcomes emerge to what was intended. However, 
while there is no doubt in my mind, having been involved as a 
lay person at the very start of the Community Empowerment 
Bill deliberations of the good intentions of the Scottish 
Government and its desire to get Communities to have a right 
to be involved in the fundamental decisions made by regional 
institutional bodies-boards such as: NHS, Police, Local 
Government, Tourism, Environment, Energy, Water, Transport, 
etc., the reality as shown by the evidence and data culled from 
a number of reviews including this most recent, led by The 
Glasgow School of Art, is that while there is some success in 
parts of the Act (as with a curate’s egg) such as Community 
Asset Transfers and related Participatory Budgeting initiatives, 
this has not yet happened with PRs.

Why? Well the answer is a combination of things.
Firstly the Act and PRs in particular, even after a number of 
years on the Statute Book, is just not widely known within 
communities. Moreover, there has been little regional 
promotion of community’s rights and opportunities, and 
limited dedicated resources within PSAs to the communities 
they purport to serve. Even more damming is a historically 
institutional resistance from PSAs to what they consider 
those qualified to serve on such bodies’ boards. Recently a 
new cadre of officials are more inclined to having ‘community 
representatives’, but there are still very few successful PRs 
and certainly fewer PR representations on strategic-budgetary 
issuing PSA boards.

Equally, communities themselves need to be more proactive 
in engaging with the provisions and rights contained within 
the Act. This would be helped by extending the definition of a 
CPB and the mechanics of making a PR simplified so that those 
making such requests can more easily understand, draft and 

The Community Empowerment Act    
...a Curate’s Egg?

submit them and where necessary have access to professional 
expertise and funds to cover any costs of such expertise. 
Moreover, that a representative of the CPB submitting the PR be 
co-opted onto the respective board to ensure that the PR is fully 
explained and supported. Additionally the process of review and 
particularly refusal by the PSA is more transparent and rigorous 
with absolute right of appeal by the CPB to Scottish Ministers 
who can either take the appeal directly or pass it to a Statutory 
regulatory body e.g., on social-tenant housing the Scottish 
Housing Regulator.

The participants in The Glasgow School of Art co-design group 
having looked at all aspects of PRs recognised that CPBs need 
more support in understanding PRs within the Act. One idea 
was that of a visual aid where the PR Journey is played out as 
a fun-learning strategic board game. Based on this a prototype 
has been produced but resource will be needed to make this a 
finalised product and also translated it into a virtual version that 
encompasses all aspects of the Act which would be available to 
CPBs and indeed introduced into Secondary Schools as part of 
the Curriculum For Excellence…Good Citizenship for fifth and 
sixth year pupils. In reality it is many of these pupils who will be 
likely ‘independent’ residents within respective communities of 
the near future, and the PR Toolbox will help them to shape the 
communities they will likely inherit.  
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Social Studios Reflections 
and Recommendations: 
Foregrounding Materiality,
Mutuality, and Mobilisation in 
Participatory Processes and 
Outcomes 

Social Studios aimed to understand how Participatory Design 
can support people, communities, and PSAs in the preparation, 
submission, and implementation of PR’s.  As a mode of practice 
and research that seeks to foster creativity, Participatory 
Design principles and practices have had a significant impact in 
shaping the approach taken in Social Studios’ workshops, and 
in the tenets underpinning the PR Toolbox as a co-designed 
artefact. The application and affordances of Participatory 
Design throughout the research process and within its outcomes 
corresponds with its capacity to support decision-making 
through materiality, mutual learning, and the mobilisation of 
community assets. As highlighted in Figure 12, Social Studios 
has led to a series of four broad recommendations to strengthen 
engagement, equality, collaboration, and outcomes in PRs. 

1. Reflection, Dialogue, and Engagement:  
Designing Opportunities for Distributed and Creative 
Participation and Collaboration 

The research recommends that Participatory 
Design principles and practices concerning the use 
of interactive artefacts be embedded into PRs and 
broader forms of public engagement, participation, 
and co-production. These can strengthen the scope 
and quality of participation by supporting reflection 
on issues and experiences, focusing dialogue on 
challenges and opportunities, and enabling diverse 
people and communities to generate ideas together. 

Participatory Design practitioners and researchers employ 
creative and generative methods including collaging, sketching, 
3D modelling tasks, prototypes, and design games as ways of 
telling, making, and enacting to envisage the future (Brandt, 
Binder, and Sanders, 2012). The methods developed through 
Social Studios to support engagement, participation, and 
collaboration emerged in response to both the underpinning 
tenets of Participatory Design, the research’s objectives 
to support community representatives to share their PR 
experiences and generate and prototype PR tools, and the 
circumstances imposed by Covid-19 lockdown restrictions. 

Whilst Social Studios initial intention was to engage with a 
community group and embark upon a focused inquiry to unpack 
the intricacies and nuances of their PR experience, lockdown 
restrictions necessitated that the interactive, situated, and 
creative elements of material artefacts within the approach be 
reframed. Online platforms (in this case, Miro) can be employed 
to support virtual collaboration and the sharing of information, 
but in reflecting upon the potential limitations of such tools and 
challenges surrounding digital accessibility (Vassilakopoulou 
and Hustad, 2021), there is an increased ‘…need to explore 
how our choices about materiality can act as democratic 
mediators among participants in design activities, levelling 
social hierarchies and domain expertise, and distributing more 
equitable agency, influence and control over the process for all 
participants’ (Khan et al., 2020: 930).
 
Social Studios demonstrated an awareness of methodological 
appropriateness when engaging with communities (Robertson 
and Wagner, 2012) for whom resilience and recovery may 
be prioritised over regeneration and growth; ethical and 
pragmatic strategies to overcome barriers to access including 
time constraints, caring responsibilities, and digital literacy 
and exclusion were significant factors; and the need to create 
the conditions for participation that is mutually illuminating 
and beneficial was paramount. The development of the hybrid 
digital and analogue approach resonates with the premises 
of the Design Justice movement and its attendance to the 
distribution of risks, harms, and benefits for communities and 
commitment to ‘challenge[ing] designers to think about how 
good intentions are not necessarily enough to ensure that design 
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Figure 12: Social Studios Recommendations: Participatory Design Principles and Practices to 
Enhance Engagement, Equality, Collaboration, and Outcomes in PRs. 2022. Cara Broadley.
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processes and practices become tools of liberation’ and ‘avoid 
the (often unwitting) reproduction of existing inequalities’ 
(Costanza-Chock, 2018: 530). As such, the practical and 
ethical dimensions of building relationships with people and 
communities must be carefully considered, and Participatory 
Design offers a wealth of insight surrounding the choreography 
and integration of contexts, participants, and methods (Brandt, 
Binder, and Sanders, 2012).

Recognising the distinct experiential nature of online 
interaction and seeking to design a dialogic space that allowed 
for a range of communities from across Scotland to coalesce, 
for multiple perspectives to be voiced, heard, and integrated 
into Participatory Design outcomes in a condensed time period, 
the Companion workbook was pivotal in supporting polyvocal, 
discursive, reflective, generative, and evaluative collaborative 
sessions. Its explicit recognition of the value of synchronous 
collaboration, online interaction, and collective idea generation 
on the one hand, and asynchronous and individual reflection on 
the other exemplifies Participatory Design’s considerations of 
individual aspirations within communities, the need to provide 
multiple opportunities and choices for participation, and the 
potential applications of visual and reflective practices to 
stimulate diverse forms of creativity in everyday environments 
and contexts (Broadley and Smith, 2018). 

Illustrations and accompanying provocations depicting the 
interaction of people, communities, and public environments 
were presented to encourage reflection and dialogue concerning 
the hyperlocality of PRs, encourage cross-pollination within 
generative activities, and support participants’ co-design of PR 
interventions that are transferable and applicable to diverse 
contexts and issues. While enfolding this level of flexibility into 
Participatory Design required significantly more preparation 
and coordination than in-person sessions, this was deemed 
essential in developing engagements that responded to the 
circumstances, capabilities, and preferences of individuals and 
providing opportunities for enhanced inclusion and impact 
through their co-design of the PR Toolbox.

2. Access, Understanding, and Equality:  
Making PRs Visible

The research recommends that visual and 
participatory tools are used to enhance the 
communication and promotion of PRs both locally and 
nationally. These can contribute to enhancing access 
to PR information, improving the understanding of 
PR procedures and benefits, and addressing equality 
to enable a broader range of community groups to 
become involved in PRs.

An underpinning feature of the Social Studios PR Toolbox is 
that it presents and provides information in a visual format and 
in turn, invites its users to participate in a series of interactive 
activities to support their own PR enquiries and needs. In 
response to challenges experienced when attempting to locate 
details of previously submitted PRs across Scotland and 
gaining an insight into what a PR might look like in practice, 
participants designed the PR Portal as a consolidated online 
hub to render PRs more accessible to broader audiences. By 
mapping these out across Scotland, the PR Portal collates 
available information such as the PR itself with details of 
the issue, proposed outcome, submitting CPB and relevant 
PSAs, as well as the decision-notice and any other documents 
available such as outcome reports. In addition to striving to 
improve transparency around the kinds of issues that have been 
addressed, the PR Portal’s inclusion of a key that defines the 
status of the PR (accepted, rejected, or partially rejected) aims 
to improve understandings of PR uptake and success rates in 
different contexts and with specific PSAs, and to offer people 
and communities and insight into approaches to frame their PR 
going forward.

Based on the Social Studios participants’ discussions of limited 
local awareness and support to understand and engage with 
PRs, the PR Exchange encourages CPBs who have experience 
of PRs to share their knowledge with broader individuals 
and groups and enable them to further consider the potential 
benefits of PRs as an effective route to decision-making. Whilst 
the PR Toolbox proposes that the PR Exchange is coordinated 
and facilitated by experienced groups (including but not limited 
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to community councils), it is acknowledged that such CPBs 
will ordinarily operate on a voluntary basis and that time and 
resources may be scarce. In response, the PR Exchange tools 
put forward two adaptable interactive templates as light-touch 
approaches to organise an event and to stimulate and capture 
reflection and learning on PRs amongst attendees. Building 
on principles of asset-based approaches (Garven, McLean and 
Pattoni, 2016) and their parallels with Participatory Design’s 
emphasis on ethical and equitable community participation 
(Broadley, 2020; Harrington, Erete, and Piper, 2019; Costanza-
Chock, 2018), these tools acknowledge the role of formally-
organised, high-capacity CPBs in increasing access and 
understanding around PRs, building on their skills, networks, 
connections, and expertise as central assets, and applying these 
to enrich capacity-building within local communities from the 
ground up. 

In turn, the Promotion and Marketing tools foreground the 
use of simple posters with options to include bespoke imagery 
and text as approaches to extend the PR message to people and 
communities who may otherwise be unaware of their decision-
making potential. Whilst these can be circulated as digital flyers 
and shared via social media, the PR Toolbox recognises the 
barriers inherent in online dissemination and proposes that 
the tools are printed and displayed in local shops, businesses, 
meeting points, and notice boards to invite people to learn 
more about PRs by attending a PR Exchange (the Exchange 
Invite tool); raise awareness amongst local communities of a 
PR that is underway and invite them to become involved (the 
Participation Postcard tool); and to invite people to attend 
an Outcomes and Impact Forum to update them on the OIP 
and garner reflections and feedback on PR outcomes (the 
Forum Poster tool). Aligning to DiSalvo’s discussions of how 
publics are formed through Participatory Design (2009: 51), 
creative acts of communication can advance CPBs’ capacity to 
define the PR’s focus, to engage future individuals and groups 
in its outcomes, and in turn, to galvanise and mobilise new 
communities. Seeking to open up PRs to a broader range of 
people and provide flexible opportunities for engagement in 
shaping local decisions, the material format of the Promotion 
and Marketing tools reinforce PRs’ aspirations as a grass-
roots initiative and their alignment with notions of mutual 
responsibility in Participatory Design.

3. Partnerships, Power, and Collaboration:  
Advancing Deliberative Decision-making

The research recommends that tools for stimulating 
deliberative decision-making are employed in the OIP 
and the reporting of PR outcomes. These can inform 
effective partnership working, recalibrate power 
relations, and support productive collaboration within 
and between CPBs and PSAs. 

The Building Collaboration tools were designed in response to 
participants’ challenges experienced when undertaking the OIP 
and their reflections upon the perceived lack of collaboration 
with PSAs. It was noted that while PRs are conceptualised as 
community-centred initiatives, OIPs are typically defined by 
PSAs, leading in some cases to feelings of disempowerment 
and apathy on the part of CPBs. The Building Collaboration 
tools seek to actively subvert and recalibrate the OIP by 
foregrounding the CPB as the driver of decision-making. 

The five tools in this collection can be used individually or 
sequentially to enable groups to frame their PR together and 
equip them to complete and submit the application form (the 
Mission Control tool); engage productively with the PSA to 
establish a timeframe and milestones for action and co-design 
the OIP together (the Cooperate to Innovate tool); share 
aspirations around the issue or concern and how they will work 
in partnership (the Steps to Success tool); generate and evaluate 
ideas to address challenges and take steps towards achieving 
outcomes (the Growing Collaboration tool); and monitor 
and review the OIP, expose problems, and develop alternative 
strategies (the Measuring Progress tool). 

Developing participants’ concerns that PRs are viewed primarily 
as pragmatic opportunities to improve outcomes rather than 
spaces for relational engagement, these tools reinforce the value 
of deliberation in establishing how distinct perspectives and 
ambitions can align and cross-pollinate through collaborative 
processes. At the same time, this can lead to outcomes that 
are more effective in balancing diverse needs and preferences, 
and often contribute to additional benefits and impacts such as 
increased feelings and indicators of community empowerment, 
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renewed accountability over action and outcomes on the 
part of PSAs, trust and reciprocity amongst individuals and 
groups, and new mindsets, practices, and partnerships to 
strengthen future initiatives. Echoing Andersen and Mosleh’s 
(2021) discussions of the social dynamics of collaboration 
and the role of Participatory Design artefacts in surfacing 
tensions and controversies as core features of participation, the 
template-based format of these tools aim to materially mediate 
and facilitate dialogue and deliberation in the OIP, whilst 
documenting the merging of perspectives and aspirations of 
the CPB and PSA and providing a record of actions to enhance 
ownership and accountability within the PR.

As resources to support reporting and sharing throughout 
and following the OIP, the Reflection and Feedback tools 
progress tenets of partnership working as a means of enhancing 
mutual learning amongst CPBs and PSAs, and with a focus on 
enhancing wider community awareness of and inclusion in 
discussions around PR outcomes. Reflecting upon experiences 
of PR reporting protocols, participants voiced concerns that 
PSAs are required to submit and publish online an outcome 
report that identifies the extent to which the PR has been 
transformative and achieved its ambitions. Whilst none of 
the participants had been consulted or involved in this stage, 
some had yet to see such a report and others highlighted 
discrepancies between the PSA’s interpretation of the PR and 
its outcomes, and their own experiences as the CPB. These 
concerns resonated with fundamental questions around power 
and ownership in PRs. 

The Real-time Report tool was designed as an opportunity 
for CPBs to document their own accounts of the PR and OIP. 
With options to be completed formatively and iteratively at 
different stages and for this to be logged and shared via the PR 
Portal this tool aims to embed ongoing community evaluation 
and reflection in PRs. In exchanging and re-configuring tacit, 
experiential knowledge, diverse people, communities, and 
organisations can engage in mutual learning through which 
understandings are shared, trust can be established, and 
reciprocity can emerge (Ssozi-Mugarura, Blake, and Rivett, 
2017: 120). Within these relational interactions, Khan et al. 
(2020) propose that artefactual Participatory Design methods 

4. Transformation, Cultures, and Outcomes:  
Valuing Community Assets and Aspirations

The research recommends that tools to harness the 
assets, experiences, and aspirations of people and 
communities are used across PRs. These can support 
the transformation of services in local areas, reframe 
and sustain cultures of participation within PSAs, and 
inform outcomes of different scales and natures.

Across the co-design of the Social Studios PR Toolbox 
participants emphasised the need to actively address power 
imbalances and notions of inequality and inequity regarding 
the practice of participation and the challenges and barriers 
faced by communities both when finding effective routes into 
decision-making and when striving to influence and inform 
outcomes. In response, the PR Toolbox’s interactive format and 
positioning of CPBs as drivers of action recognises the innate 
capability of communities to define pertinent local issues to be 
addressed, bring forward their own experiences to frame these 
in context, and apply their unique skills and abilities to shape 
effective outcomes. A key tool in this respect is the PR Journey 
and its purpose to help CPBs to understand how their PR could 
play out and how they might adapt to unexpected events. In 
addition to providing practical information on the stages and 
requirements of PRs and signposting CPBs to further tools and 
resources to support them, PR Journey encourages practices 
of foresight and anticipatory learning, and reinforces creativity 

and approaches can promote a range of ‘political agendas for 
participation’ that aim to create liminal spaces that suspend 
established roles, rules, and conventions; provide media for 
reflection and self-expression; offer a remedy for inaction 
and lower barriers to participation; and build structure social 
interaction and facilitate competition and collaboration. 
Echoing the interactive and activity-based format of the PR 
Exchange, the Reflection and Feedback Tools include the 
design and delivery of the Outcomes and Impact Forum via the 
Forum Formula and Forum Framer tools as opportunities for 
sharing challenges and successes with people and to stimulate 
inclusive dialogue around the differences they are making to 
local outcomes.
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as a central community asset and tenet of political agency and 
empowerment (Dixon, McHattie, and Broadley, 2021). Whilst 
it is noted that none of the invited PSAs chose to take part in 
Social Studios and as such, their perspectives are missing from 
the co-designed outcomes, CPBS participants did consider 
how the PR Toolbox could be applied and adapted by PSAs 
as a form of training and to support their reflection on and 
understandings of the value of local experiences and assets and 
the multiple positive impacts of participation. 

With the majority of the tools taking the form of flexible paper-
based templates and events centred upon the gathering of 
people, there is an overarching emphasis on providing simple 
resources that do not constrain ideation and development by 
enforcing rigid rules to follow, but enable CPBs to self-facilitate 
critical reflection and initiate dialogue and deliberation amongst 
themselves and with relevant PSAs and broader communities. 
Across the workshops and evaluation roundtables it was noted 
that there is a fine line between communities who have the time 
and skills to lead such facilitation and those who would find this 
challenging due to a lack of experience and resources, and as 
such, the PR Toolbox holistically foreground CPBs ownership 
and agency as the initiators of the PR and its issues. 

This notion correlates to propositions made by Peters et al. 
(2021) that analogue tools offer a distinct means of enhancing 
collaboration ‘because externalising and organising insights and 
concepts within a group is still more fluid, flexible, and tangible’ 
(2021: 414) than applying their digital counterparts. While the 
tools themselves can be critiqued as merely sheets of paper that 
set out a series of prompts, their value lies in their potential to 
legitimise deliberation, putting forward a shift in mindset based 
on their emphasis on engagement through materiality, mutual 
responsibility and learning in PRs, and the mobilisation of 
skills, strengths, and assets from the participating community 
group and PSA, and surrounding context. Approaches that 
upskill people, communities, and organisations stakeholders 
to advance creative and inclusive policy initiatives can be cited 
as transferable design research outcomes (Christiansen and 
Bunt, 2014), yet Kimbell and Vesnić-Alujević maintain that ‘the 
expertise, methods, tools and know-how associated with futures 
and design are not reducible to a “toolkit” for government’ 

(2020: 103), but are capable of impact and transformation in 
local, regional, and national contexts. At the same time, it is 
important to acknowledge the need for further piloting and 
developmental iteration of the PR Toolbox with a broader range 
of people and communities across Scotland and explore its 
transferability to enrich PRs as a multi-level participatory and 
deliberative innovation (Bua and Escobar, 2018). With a focus 
on understanding design’s contribution to both participatory 
policymaking processes and generating responsive, scalable, 
and sustainable policy outcomes, Social Studios has put forward 
Participatory Design principles and practices for reimagining 
democratic structures for public decision-making.
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Conclusion: 
Towards a Scottish Approach to 
Policy Design?

This report presented findings from the Social Studios research 
project led by the Innovation School from March 2020 – March 
2022 and funded by the Carnegie Trust for the Universities of 
Scotland. Upon setting out the context of PRs and outlining 
the key tenets of Participatory Design, the report put forward a 
range of methods and approaches that were used to engage PR 
stakeholders and representatives from CPBs across Scotland in 
dialogue, co-design, and evaluation of a PR Toolbox. Reflecting 
on the role of Participatory Design principles and practices 
within the research process and its outcomes, the report then 
put forward a series a series of four broad recommendations to 
strengthen engagement, equality, collaboration, and outcomes 
in PRs. 

Limitations

The research initially aimed to involve public service authorities 
in the Social Studios, yet as all co-design took place with CPBs, 
there are opportunities to support the needs, capabilities, and 
preferences of a more diverse range of PR users. In engaging 
with CPBs who have already undertaken a PR, the research 
did not interrogate the barriers experienced by people and 
communities who have been in some way unable to access the 
PR process. This is a significant limitation in that many of the 
challenges identified concern inequalities and inequities and 
the extent to which marginalised people and communities and 
less formally organised groups are excluded from PRs. It is also 
acknowledged that while Social Studios sought to establish 
mutual understanding with research participants, capture in-
depth qualitative accounts of the PR experience, and apply these 
as a basis for co-design, the participant sample in this phase of 
the research was considerably small.

Next Steps

With subsequent dissemination, discussion, and evaluation 
supported by community development and policy stakeholders 
in the final phase of the research, Social Studios has identified 
further opportunities for developing the PR Toolbox to 
address these shortcomings. Work has been undertaken with 
SCDC to identify synergies between their PR Resources and 
Social Studios, with crossovers highlighted within the PR 
Toolbox as a means of providing multiple points of access and 
approaches to PR engagement. In March 2022 the PR Toolbox 
(The Glasgow School of Art, 2022) will be launched through 
a National PR event, led by the Community Empowerment 
Team at The Scottish Government, and hosted by Tom Arthur 
MSP, Minister for Public Finance, Planning and Community 
Wealth. It is hoped that this will progress opportunities to pilot 
and evaluate the PR Toolbox with a broader range of people, 
communities, and organisations, and support further iteration 
and development to embed its use within PR practice at a 
national level.

Future Research

In parallel to Social Studios, the Innovation School have been 
undertaking Design Innovation and Land Assets (DI&L) – a 
research programme that seeks to understand how Participatory 
Design can support the development, and implementation 
of a new democratic land-asset decision-making framework. 
In examining gaps within existing policy and legislation 
surrounding methods for enacting community engagement 
and empowerment, DI&L has developed approaches towards 
mapping networks of power and influence with communities 
and simultaneously navigating and negotiating complex 
landscapes of people and place in order to enhance and embed 
creative, equitable, and meaningful decision-making at both 
local and national levels. Building on DI&L and The Glasgow 
School of Art’s broader place-based design-led research and 
teaching portfolio, Social Studios is currently informing further 
inquiry into creativity in decision-making and participatory 
policymaking in Scotland.
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